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Cc FRANCK (1822-1890), of Walloon stock 

and born in Liége, spent most of his life in 

Paris as a church organist and composition teacher 

of wide renown. He was one of the few late nine- 

teenth-century composers whose strict and devout 

catholicism had an all-pervading influence on their 
composing. Like his Austrian contemporary, Anton 
Bruckner, he firmly believed in the God-given spirit- 
uality of the art of music, and as are Bruckner’s nine 

symphonies, so Franck’s one great essay in this form 

is a declaration of faith and a condensation, in music, 

of the composer’s inner struggles on his road to God. 
How intimately Franck’s saintliness of character, and 
the industry and tranquility of his life are connected 
with his method of composition is shown by Alec 
Robertson in a remark concerning Franck’s notable 
method of variation: “The principles and practice 
of meditation, naturally familiar to such a man as 
Franck, seem to me to have profoundly determined 
the course of his innovations in the matter of musi- 

cal form. In his treatment of Sonata or Symphony he 

uses a transcendental variation form that has no con- 

nection with the conventional ‘Air and Variations.’ 

Franck’s variation form is based, rather, upon Bach's 

use of chorales and the experiments in Beethoven's 

last symphony and quartets. When Vincent d’Indy 

(Franck’s most famous pupil) speaks of César 

Franck’s variation form as ‘cyclic he means that the 

composer takes one central generative idea, or theme, 

round which the whole work revolves. This does not 

preclude the use of other and independent themes, 

which may or may not be combined with the central 

motive, but it does mean that all kinds of ideas will 

branch off from the central motive in the way of 

modifications of the melody itself.” 

First Movement. A good example of this cyclic 

variation form in the Symphony is the derivation of 

the main themes and, to a lesser degree, of the sec- 

ondary themes of all the movements from a motto 

that is stated at the very beginning. This motto 1s 

interesting in that it has been used by Liszt in Les 

Préludes and by Wagner in Die Walkire; its first 

two bars, moreover, which are of an unquiet, query- 

ing character, go back to Beethoven’s motto “Muss 

es sein?” in the Quartet Op. 135. Late Beethoven — 

one of the great influences on Franck’s style—is also 

recalled by the return of the first movement's slow 
introduction after the main subject proper has been 
stated at a fast speed; the model for this is the open- 
ing of Beethoven’s Quartet in B flat major, Op. 130. 
Franck was an assiduous student of the classics and 
the contemporary romantics; as with most slow de- 

velopers, the material he assimilated during the 
course of his life became in the end entirely his own. 
In this gradual process, there are many stages of 
lesser, or greater perfection; thus the entire material 

of the first pages of the Symphony can be traced 
back to his earlier Grand Piéce Symphonique for 
organ. : 

The first subject proper opens with the first two 
bars of the motto at double speed; rhythmic rela- 
tionships of this sort were a favorite device of Franck 
and helped him, in the absence of strict motivic 
work in the manner of Brahms, to establish sym- 
phonic unity between the various parts of this work. 
We meet this device again in the second movement 
where a scherzoid middle part of an A-B-A form is 
attached to the main part by a rhythmic relationship 
of 3: 1, and once more in the coda of the last 
movement where the 3/4 time of the slow move- 
ment’s main part, complete with its melody, makes 
an appearance amidst the prevailing 4/4 time of 
this movement—here, half a bar of 4/4 time equals 
one quarter note in 3/4. Franck was rightly proud 
of this device, which not only looks clever on paper, 
but really comes off in performance. Discussing the 
second movement of the Symphony, he said to his 
pupil, Pierre de Bréville: “It was my great ambition 
to construct [the Andante and Scherzo] that each 

beat of the Andante movement should be exactly 

equal in length to one bar of the Scherzo, with the 

intention that after the complete development of 

each section one could be superimposed on the other. 

I succeeded in solving that problem.” 

The second subject of the first movement is in the 
orthodox relative major key of F, but this tonality 
is soon clouded over by the typical restless chromat- 
icisms of Franck. Yet F major is brightly reaffirmed 
in the closing subject, played fortissimo by the full 
orchestra. In the grand review of all the preceding 
themes which forms, according to good late-romantic 
practice, the coda of the Finale, this subject is to 

recur very ingeniously, played piano by the strings, 

thus forming a resting-place between the climactic 

statement of the second movement chorale and the 

final restatement in coda form of the Finale’s first 

subject. 

Both the closing subject of the first movement 

and the chorale subject of the second have been 
called the “motif of faith’ —the former by more re- 

cent commentators, the latter on the authority of 

Franck’s pupil and friend Guy Ropartz. However, 
the label fits both themes perfectly well if we see in 
the first a joyous affirmation of faith, in the second 

a humble expression of trust in heaven. When asked 

by another pupil, Louis de Serre, whether the Sym- 
phony had been inspired by any poetic idea, Franck 
replied: “No, it is just music, nothing but pure 

music. At the same time, when I was composing 

the Allegretto, especially the first phrases of it [our 

chorale tune], I did think—oh, so vaguely—of a 

procession in the olden times.” 

Second Movement. While the development of 

the first movement makes its intensely dramatic im- 
pact by piling up regular four- and eight-bar para- 

gtaphs in long sequences that are often founded on 

a chromatic bass, the second movement shows the 

more refined side of Franck’s structural art. The first 

part of this ternary form is in itself ternary, with a 

compressed return of the chorale tune, and so is the 
second part whose central episode embodies one of 
the happiest and most characteristic ideas of Franck, 

a conjunct, chromatic eight-bar melody, first stated 

by the clarinet (espressivo, dolce) in a delicately 

dotted rhythm and with the bar-structure 

2+24+1+142. 

Third Movement. As the second movement was 

in B flat minor-major, the finale’s return to the tonic 

(here D major) has to be established by an intro- 

ductory passage. The main subject, which again is 

based on a figure derived from the motto, hums with 

a quiet happiness, very much like the finale of 

Franck’s Violin Sonata. The second subject, another 

chorale tune, reaches full stature as the rather 

“brassy” climax of the development. This develop- 

ment is introduced by a quotation of the second 

movement chorale, and leads, in forthright manner, 

to a full recapitulation of the first subject. 

Franck worked at the Symphony for two or three 

years (more from lack of time than from lack of 

ideas, one should think) before it was ready for per- 

formance. This took place at the Conservatoire on 

February 17, 1889, and was greeted by reactions of 

all shades, from the blackest—“Oh, what arid and 

drab music, without any touch of grace or charm, 

without a smile” (Camille Bellaigue in the Revue 

des Deux Mondes) —to the rosiest—“wide awake, 

young, burning with vitality’ (Camille Benoit in 

the Guide Musical). Franck’s use of the English 

horn, particularly for the important tune of the sec- 

ond movement, came in for much adverse criticism 

at a time when French musicians tried to find a 

pure symphonic form, divorced from operatic forms 

and orchestration. Today, however, the work is seen 

for what it is: the most important French symphony 

in the second half of the nineteenth century. 
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Psyché et Eros 

(No. 4 from the Symphonic Poem Psyché) 

HE SYMPHONIC POEM Psyché for chorus and 
orchestra, based on a short literary sketch by 

Sicard and Louis de Fourcaud, was first performed 
in Paris, under the direction of the composer, at a 
concert of the Société Nationale on March 10, 1888. 
The music of this work, which is outstanding among 
Franck’s more austere compositions for its abun- 
dance of melodic invention, was at once acclaimed by 
the public and by most critics. But there was pro- 
tracted controversy about the meaning of the work 
in Franck’s circle of pupils and adherents, and even 
within the master’s family. Mme. César Franck dis- 
liked the work, which she regarded as too sensual, and 
some of the ‘“Franckists” for whom the master had 
become the embodiment of medieval religious ideals 
in music went to great pains to prove that the ro- 
mantic efflorescence of this work was, in fact, a form 
of spirituality. Thus Gaston Paulin, in the Guide 
Musical: “...¥ranck has deliberately omitted from 
his picture any reference to Psyche’s hour of happi- 
ness, and thus has held himself aloof from any kind 
of carnal thoughts.” Vincent d’Indy, Franck’s most 
orthodox apostle, went as far as believing the love 
scene recorded here to be “an ethereal dialogue be- 
tween the soul, as conceived by the mystical author 
of The Imitation of Christ, and a setaph descended 
from heaven to make known on earth the eternal 

verities.” 

But deeply religious as Franck was, this sort of 
bigotry was utterly foreign to him. It is quite ob- 
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vious that what Franck found appealing in the 
ancient legend was above all the subject herself, and 
the varied pictures offered to him in the poem, which 
inspired his talent for musical description and sym- 
bolism. The scene between Psyche and Eros, or 
Cupid, is treated, not with the immediate sensuality 
we find in the second act of Tristan, but with a 
typically French emotionality “at one remove’; that. 
is to say, Franck’s interest is aroused first and fore- 

most by the mythological and symbolical implica- 
tions of the antique fable. | 

The sections of the work are: (1) Le sommeil de 
Psyché, (2) Psyché enlevée par les zephirs, (3) 
Les jardins d’Eros (with chorus), (4) Psyché et 
Eros, (5) Le chdatiment—Souffrances et plaintes de 
Psyché—Apothéose (with chorus). This is the argu- 
ment of Part (4), as printed at the beginning of the 
score: “The spirits are silent; but another voice is 
now heard, sweet yet clear; it is the voice of Eros 
himself. Psyche timidly answers...soon their souls 
commingle... All is passion, all is radiance, all is 
happiness...to last forever, will Psyche but remem- 
ber!” At the end of the piece, the violins play the 
sombre motif with which the sopranos have pre- 
viously warned Psyche that she must never look on 
the face of her mysterious lover. 

Notes © 1959 Paul Hamburger 

NEW YORK CITY 

ANGEL STE REO 

S 35641 






